The current study investigated the influence of the community-based family literacy program on parent's and children's engagement in family reading practices and language/literacy activities at home. Parent's and children's engagement in family reading practices and language/literacy activities based on different family characteristics and the lengths of program attended were compared. Six-week and four-week Family Storyteller Program for Preschoolers series were taught between 2013 and 2015. Three hundred seventy-five parents completed both presurveys and postsurveys. Parents showed promising results in enhancing parents' and child's engagement in family reading practices and language/literacy activities at home after participating in the intervention. It was also found that durations of the program and family characteristics were correlated to different outcomes.
Introduction
Children's literacy development begins at birth as babies hear language and begin to understand meaning from the spoken word. Young children's language and literacy abilities develop rapidly during the first five years of life. It has been determined that the level of exposure to language and literacy during the early years influences children's language and literacy development [1, 2] . Differences in developing literacy skills can influence children's later academic success and competence as adults [1, 2] . Children who have not developed basic literacy skill by the time they enter school are 3 to 4 times more likely to drop out of school [3] . In contrast, the development of early language and literacy skills is a strong predictor of children's' later reading and academic success [4] .
During the past three decades, researchers have found that families play important roles in improving children's early language and literacy skills [5] [6] [7] . There is a connection between family involvement (or lack of involvement) and the development of early language and literacy skills and future success in school [8, 9] . A mother's literacy level is a significant predictor of a child's future success in school and adults with lower literacy skills are less likely to read to their children [3] . Families of limited socioeconomic status have been found to read less frequently to their children and have fewer books in the home [10] . Parents (the term "parents" includes key persons who play the central parenting role in a child's life. Throughout this paper wherever we refer to parents we mean mothers, fathers, caregivers including grandparents, and other adults with responsibility for caring for a child) that read to their children help them develop a positive attitude towards reading [11] and gain a strong language and literacy foundation before they enter school [12] [13] [14] . Children are more likely to improve their literacy skills with increased levels of family involvement in language and literacy [13] . Family involvement can also prevent future reading challenges [15] . Children who have books at home and parents who read to them have higher literacy skills than children who do not have literacy-rich home environments and parent engagement [16] .
Involvement in community-based family literacy programs can enhance the literacy of the entire family [8, 17] . Hannon [18] proposed a "cycle of literacy" model to describe family literacy programs. The premise is that children with low literacy skills have parents with lower literacy skills and by triggering parents desire to support their children's educational development, parents develop their own literacy skills [19] . Community-based family literacy programs have 2 Child Development Research been shown to improve the basic skills of participating adults [19] and family literacy programs that included shared book reading were effective at increasing preschoolers' emergent language and literacy skills [20] . Froiland et al. [21] found a positive association between parent education, number of books in the home, and the frequency of shared reading with preschool children. Therefore, family involvement is essential to promoting children's literacy development.
Bronfenbrenner recognized the family as an important focus for intervention [22] . According to the Ecological Systems Theory [23] , human development occurs when interaction takes place within and among contexts such as family, school, and work. There is a need for multiple contexts supporting the development of a child. Neighborhood factors are one of those multiple contexts that have been linked to family literacy and early literacy achievement. Bronfenbrenner's theory serves as a fundamental rationale for family literacy programs because these types of programs focus on family life and parents' facilitation of emergent literacy within their neighborhood which is the context of the families' development. Neighborhood parent social networks have been linked to family literacy and early literacy development [24] . Kohen and colleagues [25] had similar findings in Canada and determined links between neighborhood and literacy at home. Therefore, neighborhood-based family literacy programs have the potential to enhance early language and literacy development through family involvement in literacy activities at home and in the community.
Family literacy programs have been shown to have a positive effect on young children's language and literacy development [26, 27] into the elementary school years [28] . As stated earlier, these programs are effective in developing not only emergent language and literacy skills but also parents' literacy skills [29, 30] . According to a study reviewing 82 studies of family literacy programs [31] , family literacy programs resulted in positive changes to children's literacy skills, enjoyment of reading, motivation to engage in literacy activities, and improvement in parent's parenting skills. Parents had higher levels of self-efficacy due to helping children be better readers and learners [9] . However, a meta-analysis of different types of reading interventions determined that only having parents read to their child (K-Grade 3) may not improve early reading acquisition, whereas teaching parents to tutor their children using specific reading activities was more effective [32] . Another study reviewing several studies about the efficacy of reading to preschoolers also found that the relationships between parent-preschooler reading and language and literacy abilities of children have varied across studies and most intervention programs have provided not only parent-child book reading but also books, guidance, and feedback, so it is hard to estimate what actually made the intervention effective [33] .
There has been no consensus or evidence that the duration of program exposure makes any differences in program effects; however, longer programs may provide more opportunities for families to engage in reading and other types of literacy activities [34] . Providing programs of shorter length may also encourage more consistent participation, as parents of young children face many demands for their time. Therefore, the authors sought to determine whether shorter program length made any differences in participants' outcomes.
Social and racial differences can impact children's language and literacy skills [35] [36] [37] [38] . Low-income African children had less developed emergent literacy skills relative to their white peers [38] . Children of mothers with higher education and income had higher emergent literacy outcomes [37] . Spanish-English bilingual preschoolers had lower early language and literacy outcomes than their Caucasian and Asian counterparts, even when controlling for other socioeconomic variables [39] . Family literacy programs provided at neighborhood schools have been shown to help teachers and school personnel gain a greater understanding of the cultural and linguistic diversity of families in their communities [40] . Therefore, family literacy programs are an effective intervention for promoting the development of children's and parent's language and literacy skills.
The main purpose of this study was to evaluate the influence of a community-based family literacy program on the frequency of parent's and children's engagement in family reading practices and language/literacy activities at home. In addition, parent's and children's engagement in family reading practices and language/literacy activities were compared based on different family characteristics and the lengths of program attended. It was expected that both parents and children would increase the frequency of engaging in reading and language related activities after participating in the intervention and that length of program participation would make a difference.
Methods

Intervention.
In 2013, the University of Nevada, Reno, Cooperative Extension received funding through the Striving Readers Comprehensive Literacy Program (federally funded program) to provide community literacy programs to limited resource families with children of 0 to 5 years of age. The program was provided at public schools (parent centers or preschool programs), community child care centers, and Head Start programs. One of the interventions selected was the Family Storyteller Program for Preschoolers. This family literacy program is based on Bronfenbrenner's theory and was developed by faculty at University of Nevada, Cooperative Extension [41] .
Family Storyteller Program for Preschoolers. The Family
Storyteller Program features weekly 1-hour sessions attended by families and their preschool age child with a focus on shared reading and participation in other types of literacy activities. Each session features a children's book such as Goodnight Moon by Margaret Wise. At the beginning of each session, the instructor models book reading techniques such as previewing the book and asking children meaningful questions. Parents are taught specific reading and literacy activities to do with their child at home. Next, parents participate in shared reading as they read the featured book to their preschooler and then engage in a literacy activity related to the book. At the end of the session, families are given the Child Development Research 3 book and a packet of supplemental activities to take home. The families attending the program were a combination of Spanish-speaking and English-speaking families. Program instruction was given in both English and Spanish. The families were given books and handouts in both English and Spanish. One of the objectives of this grant project was to give parents/caregivers more opportunities to practice English. Many of participants attending the program were encouraged by school district personnel to learn English as a second language.
One of the main features of the program was the involvement of both the parents and the children reading and doing activities together. The book-related activities included creating a Brown Bear felt board story, making a set of Hungry Caterpillar sequencing cards, and creating a Chef 's hat for Wolf 's Chicken Stew. During the program, families are encouraged to build their home libraries as they are given one book every week and to visit local libraries to check out additional books. The intervention was originally designed to have 6 weekly 1-hour sessions; however, due to high attrition rates during the first year of the study (and lower funding levels), the program length was shortened to 4 weeks during the second year.
In 2013-2014, the 6-week Family Storyteller series was taught 52 times. Among 6-week participants, 377 parents completed presurvey and 199 completed both presurvey and postsurvey (53% completion rate). In 2014-2015, the 4-week Family Storyteller series was taught 26 times. Among 4-week participants, 217 parents completed presurvey and 175 completed both presurvey and postsurvey (81% completion rate). Following the second year of the study, the authors were interested in comparing the child and parent outcomes based on the different lengths of the program attended by the families completing the program.
Participants and Program Sites. The Family Storyteller Program for Preschoolers was taught in both English and
Spanish by a bilingual instructor at elementary school, Head Start, and community child care sites in economically disadvantaged areas in an urban area of a southwestern state. Around sixty percent of participants' ethnicity was Hispanic and their native language was not English. More than half of the participants' household incomes were $20,000 or less and about two-thirds of the participants were high school graduates or had less than a high school education (see Table 1 ).
Measures.
A 17-item Family Reading Survey was adapted from a survey developed by Whitehurst [41] and then refined based on comments from school district personnel involved in the Striving Readers project. The Family Reading Survey was designed to assess family demographics and the reading and language practices (child and parent outcomes) of families participating in the Family Storyteller Program. The Family Reading Survey included seven items on family demographic information which included social service recipients, marital status, native language, ethnicity, parent's education level, household income, and first time to read to child (see Table 1 ). Ten items related to family reading practices such as how often a picture book was read to child. These items used a Likert scale from 1, hardly ever, to 4, almost daily (see Table 2 ). Parents completed the survey during the first and last sessions of the Family Storyteller Program series.
Outcome Evaluation and Data Analysis. The Family
Reading Survey was used to measure changes in the frequency of family reading and home-based language and literacy activities. Paired -tests between presurvey and postsurvey were conducted to compare participant's responses. In addition, a two-way repeated measure ANCOVA was used to analyze differences in family reading practices based on the length of the program (4 weeks or 6 weeks) attended and family characteristics. Table 2 ). All parents reported that their children ask to be read to more often and looked at books by themselves more frequently. Children also participated in the following activities more often: drawing pictures, singing or reciting rhymes, telling stories, playing language and literacy games, and going to the library. Parents attending both series reported that they had more books at home (more than 21 books), spent at least 11 minutes reading with their child the day before the class, and read for themselves more than 11 minutes every day (see Figure 1) .
Results
Improvement in Family Reading
Practices. Families attending two durations (4 weeks and 6 weeks) of the Family Storyteller Program demonstrated statistically significant improvement in parent's and children's voluntary engagement in reading and related activities (see
Family Reading Practices among Programs with Different
Durations. The literacy practices of families attending 4-week and 6-week series were compared between presurvey and postsurvey. Repeated measure ANCOVA was performed to control for demographic variables when examining effects of different durations between pretest and posttest outcomes. Six-week participants showed statistically significant higher levels of parents' frequent engagement in activities when controlling for income (F = 11.29; < .01; see Figure 2 ) and children's voluntary initiation of activities when controlling for education (F = 4.91; < .05; see Figure 3 ). However, more 4-week participants showed statistically significant increase in reading with children the day before they attended the class (F = 6.41; < .05) when controlling for income (see Figure 4 ) and more of them had more than 21 books at posttest when controlling for native language (F = 6.06; < .01; see Figure 5 ), ethnicity (F = 22.55; < .001; see Figure 6 ), or first time to start reading to children (F = 6.06; < .01; see Figure 7 ).
Family Reading Practices among Different Families.
The different characteristics (social service recipient, family income, marital status, native language, ethnicity, education, and first time to read to child) of families attending the two different series were compared between presurvey and postsurvey using repeated measure ANCOVA, controlling for two different durations (4 weeks and 6 weeks). Families with lower income showed more improvement in parents' frequent engagement in activities even when controlling for durations (F = 11.29; < .01; see Figure 8 ), but other variables did not make any difference. In addition, there was no difference in children's voluntary engagement in activities between pretest and posttest among different family characteristics when controlling for durations. More parents with lower income (F = 6.41; < .05) or parents who started reading to children when their children were between 1 and 2 years old ( = 7.67; < .01) showed statistically significant increase in minutes of reading with children the day before they attended the class (see Figures 9 and 10) . Finally, more parents whose native language was not English reported having more than 21 books at posttest, even when controlling for durations (F = 4.45;
< .05; see Figure 11 ).
Discussion
This study found that family literacy programs are efficacious in improving family and child reading and literacy practices as other previous studies have shown [8, 17, 20, 21, 31, 42] . The current study took a step further to investigate the role of different durations of the program and family characteristics.
Child Development Research 5 Six-week participants indicated a higher frequency of reading with children, telling stories, and going to the library when income was taken into account. Children of 6-week participants asked to be read to, looked at books by themselves, and drew pictures comparatively more often when parents' education was taken into account. However, 4-week participants seemed to read with children more than 11 minutes the day before the class and had more than 21 books at home when controlling for a few family characteristics (income, ethnicity, and native language). Likewise, families in a comprehensive early literacy project in a large urban school division in another state demonstrated significant positive changes in visiting libraries, parental attitudes about early literacy, and the number of books at home [42] .
The participants of the 6-week program and 4-week program showed positive improvement in different outcomes. The outcomes from participants attending different durations of the programs were compared. As stated earlier, to mitigate attrition, a shorter 4-week program was initiated in the second year and the completion rate rose from 53% to 81%. The increase in completion may be due to families being able to make a shorter time commitment to the program as parents with young children face many demands on their time and energy.
Participants of the shorter program reported immediate changes such as increases in the frequency of reading the day before the class and the total number of children's books at home, whereas participants of the longer program reported engagement in activities such as going to the library, telling stories, singing, or reciting rhymes. As stated earlier in a study, duration of program exposure may not make any differences in program effects [34] . The question to ponder is whether the results of the 4-week program (with higher completion rates and immediate changes) are sufficient to recommend continuing to offer the program with shorter duration. In the future, it may be beneficial to offer the program with both time frames to match the individual needs of the families interested in participating. In addition, outcomes can be followed to see which program series helps families maintain positive family reading and literacy practices and improve children's language and literacy skills after completion of programs. Interestingly, regardless of the length of the program attended, certain family characteristics were related to particular family reading practices. Family characteristics did not influence changes in children's voluntary initiation of language and literacy activities such as children asking to be read to, looking at books by themselves, and drawing pictures. However, families with lower income showed more frequent parent's engagement in language and literacy activities. A previous study found that children of mothers with higher education and income had better emergent literacy outcomes [37] . However, the current study showed that parents from low-income families were engaged in language and literacy activities with children more often after attending the intervention program. Although the current study did not evaluate children's emergent literacy outcomes, parents' increased engagement in language and literacy activities is very positive when considering the fact that parents who read to their children help them develop a positive attitude towards reading [11] and gain a strong language and literacy foundation before they enter school [12] [13] [14] . Families with lower income or parents who started reading to children when their children were between 1 and 2 years old tended to report that they read more than 11 minutes the day before the class. At the end of the program, parents whose native language was not English reported having more books than their counterparts. This is a positive outcome as families with limited resources often have fewer books at home [10] . No other family characteristics had significant differences on children's involvement in language and literacy activities. Parents with limited resources may be more willing to learn and try new skills. Previous family literacy programs have targeted families with limited resources [43] and it has been shown that explicitly teaching parents strategies can help improve intergenerational literacy [44] .
Limitations and Future Directions
Results from this study should be interpreted with some caution. Regardless of the duration of the program and family characteristics, all participants indicated an increase in the frequency of engaging in reading and emergent language/literacy activities. It should be noted that results were based on parent self-reporting. It would be beneficial for future studies to determine family involvement levels based on direct observation of behavior and assess children's language and literacy outcomes. Around sixty percent of participants in the study were of Hispanic ethnicity and from economically disadvantaged areas in a southwestern state, thus limiting generalization of the results. The program was provided in participants' neighborhood schools and child care centers, so participants shared similar characteristics. In this study several family characteristics were examined, not specific neighborhood factors.
Future studies may want to measure in-depth neighborhood factors such as perceived social network [24] to determine its influence on family literacy program outcomes. It is also recommended that researchers examine specific child outcomes such as children's literacy levels. The researchers also did not have a comparison group as this study was conducted as part of the Striving Readers Comprehensive Literacy Program which required the involvement of all eligible participants. In the future, studies with randomized experimental designs would strengthen research findings in this area of study. Additionally, researchers should consider comparing different types of community-based family literacy programs, various neighborhood factors, and the long-term effects and cost-effectiveness of those programs.
Conclusions
To sum up, both the 6-week and 4-week Family Storyteller Program for Preschoolers were effective in promoting participating families literacy skills; however, there were differences in the types of child and parent outcomes based on program duration and family characteristics. Involving families in language and literacy activities at home is important to preschoolers' development of early literacy skills. Therefore, community-based family literacy programs can be an important jump-start for promoting families engagement in language and literacy at home.
